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Second Hand Smoke centers on the poisonous effects of the Jewish Holocaust on 
the survivors and their children in the United States. In the novel Rosenbaum 
highlights that through memory the Holocaust’s continuing terror and destruction 
extends well beyond the war years, and also beyond the survivors who personally 
experienced the event, but spreads its poison to the new era and influences a new 
generation. Throughout the novel, memory plays an important role in shaping the 
major characters’ identities. It can be both poisonous and helpful. All the major 
characters lose their identities because of their memories, but they also recover their 
identities through memories. Therefore, this M.A. thesis explores the relationship 
between memory and identity, and shows how memory shapes identities.  
This thesis consists of four chapters besides the introduction and the conclusion. 
Chapter 1 introduces the theory used in analyzing the novel. It starts from Plato’s wax 
tablet theory to Hume’s connection of memory and identity, and finally reaches 
Halbwachs’ social frame work of memory. The main content of the paper is divided 
into three chapters, which are arranged in an order of the hurting memories that cause 
identity loss, the symptoms of their identity loss and identity recovery. Chapter 2 
generalizes these hurting memories and their destructible effects on the two 
generations. The first generation’s memories originated from the concentration camps. 
These memories destroy their humanity and deprive their condition as human beings. 
The second generation’s memories also center on the Holocaust event because they 
were born in a family destructed by it. Chapter 3 moves on to the people who are 
affected by these memories. Their identity loss is manifested through failure in 
defining their roles in the family and in society and their distorted ways of seeing life 
and loving children. Chapter 4 is about the recovery of identity through rememory of 
the unspoken past. Mila regains her identity as a mother through remembering her 














him, and Isaac through correcting his false memory.    
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1 A Brief Introduction to the Author and the Novel 
Thane Rosenbaum (1960- ) is a Jewish American novelist, essayist, and law 
professor. He is the author of the widely praised novels, The Golems of Gotham, 
Second Hand Smoke, and the novel-in-stories, Elijah Visible. As an essayist, his 
articles, essays and reviews appear frequently in the New York Times, Los Angeles 
Times, Wall Street Journal, Washington Post, and the Huffington Post. His Second 
Hand Smoke attracts many postgraduates’ attention who are interested in psychology, 
especially in the Jewish psychology after the Holocaust. 
Second Hand Smoke is a novel on three generations’ lives after the Holocaust. It 
reflects the nature of memory and the impact of the Holocaust on those who 
personally experienced the event and those who were born in such kind of a family. 
Living in a world of madness and mass death, they must reconcile themselves to the 
suffocating “smoke” which is still haunting the family. The first generation is 
represented by Yankee and Mila, the second is by Duncan and Isaac, while the third is 
represented by Duncan’s daughter Milan. It is not a complicated story and the author 
doesn’t structure the novel strictly in the chronological order, but full of intersections 
and flashbacks, which constitute the most part of the main characters’ memories. In 
this novel, the three generations’ attitudes towards the Holocaust are very different. 
Although it is the first generation that personally experiences it, it seems that the 
second generation reacts more drastically.  
Yankee and Mila basically did not say anything to Duncan about their former life 
both before and during the Holocaust. They just let the smoke suffocate them in 
silence and refuse to face their past memories in the concentration camps. They can 
only dream about it when they are asleep and when their protective instincts are down. 
These nightmares alone are enough to destroy their spirit and erode their souls. 















Both of them fail in the household as parents. Liberation from the concentration camp 
left them with “more ambivalence than freedom” (Rosenbaum, “The Survivor Who 
Survived”, 2002). They never really freed themselves from the psychological camp 
they built for themselves. Something that they try so hard to forget just could not let 
them alone and constantly hunts them in the night. Due to their oppressive and 
suffocating ways to deal with the Holocaust, they both die at an age when they should 
not be dying based on their physical condition. Therefore, we may say that they are 
killed by their own psychological problems. After the experience in the concentration 
camps, they are dead psychologically; burying the Holocaust memory inside 
themselves causes them psychological death. This is exactly like what Rosenbaum has 
said, “[t]heir past has been eradicated and their survival only tentatively ensured” 
(Rosenbaum, “The Survivor Who Survived,” 2002).   
Yankee and Mila do not find the way to escape from the post-Holocaust trauma, 
neither do their children. Their silence about the Holocaust transfers their memories 
and feelings in a distorted way. Therefore, the second generation inherits their legacy 
either in a form of imagination or in a form of fantasy. Duncan inherits their 
memories on the Holocaust through imagining what they had been through. Duncan is 
not the questioning type of a son, so he can only either get this information through 
Holocaust books or from his dreams and imagination which he confuses as reality. 
There is no doubt that his curiosity cannot be satisfied by written words, because 
“writing could not respond to questioning nor could it defend itself against 
contradiction or argument; it gives the appearance of intelligence but is not concerned 
with true explanation” (Whitehead, 2009: 20). The answer Duncan is looking for is 
not in the books but in the silence and the code that pervade within their family. The 
case is more complicated on Mila’s abandoned son Isaac. Isaac is fortunate enough to 
be far away from family memory’s poison, but is bothered by the fact that he was 
abandoned by his mother. A child without a mother also indicates his ignorance about 
his origin. Isaac’s whole life is built on the false identity as a survivor of the 
concentration camp, but in fact he only belongs to the second generation. As 
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